
The “Historical” Telling of the Hanukkah Story

Excerpts from the Books of Maccabees I & II

1 Macabees 4:1-59
Then took Gorgias five thousand footmen, and a thousand of the best horsemen,            
and removed out of the camp by night; to the end he might rush in upon the                
camp of the Jews, and smite them suddenly. And the men of the fortress were his               
guides.

Now when Judas heard thereof he himself left, and the valiant men with him,             
that he might smite the king's army which was at Emmaus, while as yet the forces               
were dispersed from the camp. In the mean season came Gorgias by night into             
the camp of Judas: and when he found no man there, he sought them in the               
mountains: for said he, these fellows flee from us. But as soon as it was day,               
Judas showed himself in the plain with three thousand men, who nevertheless           
had neither armour nor swords to their minds. And they saw the camp of the              
heathen, that it was strong and well harnessed, and compassed round about with            
horsemen; and these were expert of war. Then said Judas to the men that were              
with him,
“Fear ye not their multitude, neither be ye afraid of their assault. Remember how             
our fathers were delivered in the Reed sea, when Pharaoh pursued them with an             
army. Now therefore let us cry unto heaven, if peradventure the Lord will have             
mercy upon us, and remember the covenant of our fathers, and destroy this host             
before our face this day, that so all the heathen may know that there is one who                
delivereth and saveth Israel.”

Then the strangers lifted up their eyes, and saw them coming over against them.             
Wherefore they went out of the camp to battle; but they that were with Judas              
sounded their trumpets. So they joined battle, and the heathen being discomfited           
fled into the plain. Howbeit all the hindmost of them were slain with the sword:              
for they pursued them unto Gazera, and unto the plains of Idumea, and Azotus,             
and Jamnia, so that there were slain of them upon a three thousand men. This              



done, Judas returned again with his host from pursuing them. And said to the             
people,
“Be not greedy of the spoil inasmuch as there is a battle before us. And Gorgias               
and his host are here by us in the mountain: but stand ye now against our               
enemies, and overcome them, and after this ye may boldly take the spoils.”

As Judas was yet speaking these words, there appeared a part of them looking             
out of the mountain who when they perceived that the Jews had put their host to               
flight and were burning the tents; for the smoke that was seen declared what was              
done. When therefore they perceived these things, they were sore afraid, and           
seeing also the host of Judas in the plain ready to fight. They fled every one into                
the land of strangers. Then Judas returned to spoil the tents, where they got             
much gold, and silver, and blue silk, and purple of the sea, and great riches. After               
this they went home, and sung a song of thanksgiving, and praised the Lord in              
heaven: because it is good, because his mercy endureth forever. Thus Israel had a             
great deliverance that day.

Now all the strangers that had escaped came and told Lysias what had happened:             
Who, when he heard thereof, was confounded and discouraged, because neither          
such things as he would were done unto Israel, nor such things as the king              
commanded him were come to pass. The next year therefore following Lysias           
gathered together threescore thousand choice men of foot, and five thousand          
horsemen, that he might subdue them. So they came into Idumea, and pitched            
their tents at Bethsura, and Judas met them with ten thousand men. And when he              
saw that mighty army, he prayed and said,

“Blessed art thou, O Saviour of Israel, who didst quell the violence of the mighty              
man by the hand of thy servant David, and gavest the host of strangers into the               
hands of Jonathan the son of Saul, and his armour bearer; shut up this army in               
the hand of thy people Israel, and let them be confounded in their power and              
horsemen. Make them to be of no courage, and cause the boldness of their             
strength to fall away, and let them quake at their destruction. Cast them down             
with the sword of them that love thee, and let all those that know thy name               



praise thee with thanksgiving.”

So they joined battle; and there were slain of the host of Lysias about five              
thousand men, even before them were they slain. Now when Lysias saw his army             
put to flight, and the manliness of Judas' soldiers, and how they were ready either              
to live or die valiantly, he went into Antiochia, and gathered together a company             
of strangers, and having made his army greater than it was, he purposed to come              
again into Judea. Then said Judas and his brethren,

“Behold, our enemies are discomfited: let us go up to cleanse and dedicate the             
sanctuary.”

Upon this all the host assembled themselves together, and went up into Mount            
Zion. And when they saw the sanctuary desolate, and the altar profaned, and the             
gates burned up, and shrubs growing in the courts as in a forest, or in one of the                 
mountains, yea, and the priests' chambers pulled down, they rent their clothes,           
and made great lamentation, and cast ashes upon their heads, and fell down flat             
to the ground upon their faces, and blew an alarm with the trumpets, and cried              
toward heaven.

Judas appointed certain men to fight against those that were in the fortress, until             
he had cleansed the sanctuary. So, he chose priests of blameless conversation,           
such as had pleasure in the law who cleansed the sanctuary, and bare out the              
defiled stones into an unclean place...they took whole stones according to the law,            
and built a new altar according to the former and made up the sanctuary, and the               
things that were within the Temple, and hallowed the courts. They also made            
new holy vessels, and into the Temple they brought the Menorah, and the altar             
of burnt offerings, and of incense, and the table. Upon the altar they burned             
incense, and the lamps that were upon the Menorah they lighted, that they might             
give light in the Temple. Furthermore, they set the loaves upon the table, and             
spread out the veils, and finished all the works which they had begun to make.              
Now on the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month, which is called the month             
Kislev, in the hundred forty and eighth year, they rose up early in the morning              



and offered sacrifice according to the law upon the new altar of burnt offerings,             
which they had made...it dedicated with songs, and citherns, and harps, and           
cymbals. Then all the people fell upon their faces, worshipping and praising the            
God of heaven, who had given them good success. They kept the dedication of             
the altar eight days and offered burnt offerings with gladness, and sacrificed the            
sacrifice of deliverance and praise...Moreover, Judas and his brethren with the          
whole congregation of Israel ordained, that the days of the dedication of the altar             
should be kept in their season from year to year by the space of eight days, from                
the twenty-fifth day of the month Kislev, with mirth and gladness.

The Macabeean Letter on the First Anniversary of Victory
2 Macabees 1:1-9; 18
The brethren, the Jews in Jerusalem and in the land of Judea wish unto the              
brothers who are throughout Egypt health and peace: God be gracious unto you,            
and remember his covenant that he made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, his            
faithful servants; and give you all a heart to serve him, and to do his will, with                
good courage and a willing mind...In the hundred threescore and ninth year`, we            
the Jews wrote unto you in the extremity of trouble that came upon us in those               
years, from the time that Jason and his company revolted from the holy land and              
kingdom, and burned the porch, and shed innocent blood: then we prayed unto            
the Lord, and were heard; we also offered sacrifices and fine flour, and lighted             
the Menorah, and set forth the loaves. Now see that you keep the Feast of              
Tabernacles in the month Kislev...Therefore, whereas we are now purposed to          
keep the purification of the Temple upon the twenty-fifth day of the month            

Kislev, we thought it necessary to certify you thereof, that you also might keep it,              
as the Feast of the Tabernacles and of the fire...

Record of the Macabees’ Eight Day Celebration
2 Macabees 10:1-9
Now [Judah] Maccabee and his company, the Lord guiding them, recovered the           
Temple and the city...Having cleansed the Temple, they made another altar, and           
[from flint] striking stones they lit fire and offered a sacrifice after two years, and              
set forth incense, and lights, and showbreads. When that was done, they fell flat             



down, and asked the Lord that they might never again come into such            
troubles...Now upon the same day...the twenty-fifth day of...Kislev, they observed         
the eight days with gladness, as in the Feast of the Tabernacles, remembering            
that not long prior they had held the Feast of the Tabernacles when as they              
wandered in the mountains and dens like beasts. Therefore, they took branches,           

and fair boughs, and palms also, and sang Psalms unto him that had given             
them good success in cleansing his place. They ordained also by a common            
statute and decree that every year those days should be kept of the whole             

nation of the Jews.  And this was the end of Antiochus, called Epiphanes.

Questions:
1) What is the focus of this telling of the Maccabees’ story? Who are the              
main characters? What miracle(s) are mentioned?

2) In your opinion, who is the author of this version of the story? From              
whose perspective is it written? Explain your answer.

3) What religious rituals (if any) for the celebration of Hanukkah are           
mentioned in this telling of the story? To what extent is religion/God part            
of this story?

4) Compare this version of the story to the version from the paragraph in             
the Talmud text (Text 3) you have already read. List as many similarities            
and differences between the versions that you can find.

5) Which Hanukkah story do you think came first? Do you think one of             
the stories is more authentic than the other? Why or why not?


